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The old spiritual has it, “I want to be in that num ber”
Did they have 144,000 in mind?

I

Eldon Ladd of Fuller Seminary,
f it were a detective story, the plot
believed that the 144,000 represent
could charitably be described as
the church just before the great
murky. For much of the book,
tribulation. His “detective story,”
even the identity of the good
too, becomes even more complex:
guys is in question. So fiercely
have readers argued their respective The “great multitude,” he said, represents the same group after the tribuviewpoints that church leaders have
lation. The book, of course, features
felt impelled to urge withholding
both groups in the same chapter—
judgment. But still the controversy
Revelation 7.
rages: Who, who, are the 144,000? Is
What do the liberals believe? Not
it really a number we want to be part
many take the book seriously
of?
enough to believe anything in it.
Some conservative Christians,
Those that do generally believe the
often described as “Dispensationalentire book refers to events that hapists,” insist that the 144,000 are Jews
pened in the first century. Thus, the*
who will convert to Christianity
after the “secret rapture.” Non-dis* Loron Wade teaches in the Religion
pensational evangelicals hold a variDepartment at Montemorelos Uniety of views. One of the most promiversity, Mexico.
nent expositors, the late George
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Much that has been written about the 144,000 is based on a
spoonful of textual study (exegesis) stirred in with several gallons
of the interpreter’s own ideas (eisegesis).

144.000 are Jews that John hoped
would join the church in his day.
Numerous sects that emphasize
the 144,000 offer a simple solution to
the mystery: “We are the 144,000, and
the rest of you are Babylon .”
Early Adventist readers of the
book offered still other views. Not
long after 1844, a “Brother Arnold”
stirred things up by insisting that the
144.000 were people who rose with
Christ at His resurrection.1 Another
“amateur detective” thought they
were Jewish Christians of the first
century; still another argued that they
were the babies Herod killed in Bethlehem. William Miller went on record
with this: “We in this verse [Rev. 14:1]
have an account of the whole number
of infants saved by the number
144,000, it being a perfect or square,
showing, in my opinion, that all those
who die in infancy are saved.”2
Some who would later be called
Adventists came up with the idea that
the 144,000 were Adventists who had
never been members of another
denomination. This view was based
on Revelation 14:4, which spoke of
“virgins” who had never been defiled
with “women”; women were understood to mean churches. Uriah Smith

rejected this idea in the Review and
Herald of December 25, 1860, but it
persisted. (It is the explanation I was
given when I was a boy.) After initial
flurries of controversy, the Adventist
mainstream reached a consensus.
Though disagreeing on details, all
concurred that the 144,000 were endtime believers sealed so that they
could go through the time of trouble.
They would then be translated at
Christs second coming.
Still, around the turn of the century, another flare-up over details
threatened the unity of Adventist
expositors. And it was this that
brought a rebuke from church leader
Ellen White:
“Christ says that there will be
those in the church who will present
fables and suppositions, when God
has given grand, elevating, ennobling truths which should ever be
kept in the treasure house of the
mind. When men pick up this theory and that theory, when they are
curious to know something it is not
necessary for them to know, God is
not leading them. It is not His plan
that His people shall present something which they have to suppose,
which is not taught in the Word. It is
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not His will that they shall get into
controversy over questions which
will not help them spiritually, such
as, Who is to compose the hundred
and forty-four thousand? This those
who are the elect of God will in a
short time know without question.”3
This warning has likely been
instrumental in muting Adventist
discussion on the 144,000. However,
the same messenger also said: “Let us
strive with all the power God has
given us to be among the hundred
and forty-four thousand”4 If we’re
to strive to be among them, we must
know something about them. “Detective work” seems to be necessary.
The counsel emphasizes avoiding
controversy over the topic. Further,
we are to avoid conclusions not
founded on solid biblical evidence.
So let’s evaluate the evidence; just
what is it about the 144,000 that
might help us “strive” to be in their
ranks—without, of course, “striving” with one another?

for it constitutes the most fundamental and indisputable truth about
the 144,000. Their relationship with
God is reflected in several ways.
2. God seals them. The 144,000
are described, literally, as “the sealed
ones.” The seal identifies them as
belonging to God. So if the Book of
Revelation were a detective story,
one element of suspense would
henceforth be lacking: We now know
who the “good guys” are. Further,
God labels them with His own name
and address!— “T will write on
[them] the name of my God and the
name of the city of my God, the new
Jerusalem’” (Rev. 3:12, NIV).5
For sure, God is not embarrassed
to have them carry the family name.
He prints it conspicuously on their
forehead. In introducing His “contract” with them, He says, “T will be
their God’” (see Genesis 17:8; Jeremiah 32:31; 2 Corinthians 6:16,
etc.). When this seal—God’s name
and address—is written on their
forehead, it becomes their name and
Marks of Identity
address as well. Not literally, of
Much that has been written
course; the meaning is that God has
about the 144,000 is based on a
become such a fundamental part of
spoonful of textual study (exegesis)
these sealed ones that observing
stirred in with several gallons of the
them is to observe God. You can see
interpreters’ own ideas (eisegesis).
it on their faces! In concluding His
But we need not despair: Much can
contract with the 144,000, God
be discovered about this unique
declares them to be £“my people.’”
group even when we limit ourselves
3. They are loyal to God. Their
to what the text itself plainly reveals.
designation as followers of the Lamb
1.
The 144,000 are God's people. (Rev. 14:4) implies steadfast devoThis conclusion is a great beginning,
tion and obedience. They are also
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It is clear that before the sealing, God’s people are unprepared
for what is coming; after the sealing, they are prepared.
Thus the sealing is essential preparation for the time of trouble,
just as the bloodstain on the doorpost of Hebrew homes
at the time of the Exodus was essential preparation for the
coming of the death angel.

called “virgins” Old Testament
prophets used this characterization
when contrasting Gods faithful people with the “prostitutes” who worshiped false gods. The 144,000 live
when the great prostitute Babylon is
advertising for customers, but they
are not buying; rather, they remain
loyal to their “Bridegroom.”
4. They witness for God. Right
while the “beast” is demanding that
everyone display his mark or die, the
144,000 proudly display Gods seal,
right in the middle of their foreheads. Both their thinking and their
actions witness to Gods character.
5. They sing God's song. Here is
another evidence of the bold public
character of their testimony. Not a
note is muted. Rather, their song is
“like the roar of rushing waters and
like a loud peal of thunder” (Rev.
14:2, NIV). Like a marching band,
they follow their Leader wherever
He goes.
6. They witness truthfully. In the
last days, the great majority of humanity have refused to love truth

and thus have been overwhelmed by
satanic delusions (2 Thess. 2:10-12).
In the mouth of the 144,000 no lie is
found (Rev. 14:5).
The evidence of Scripture is conclusive: The 144,000 are God’s people.
He identifies with them, even testifying before the universe that they are
part of His family. And they, in turn,
loyally and boldly, identify with Him,
witnessing on His behalf in the midst
of nearly universal apostasy.
God’s “Who’s Who”
In end-time, Satanic signs and
wonders seem to confirm the false as
true. But as lines of distinction
between truth and error become
blurred, God’s “Who’s Who” tell the
world what’s what. No plot remains
unraveled. Jesus told His disciples
that “wheat” and “tares” look alike.
But in end-time they will be clearly
distinguished: “At that time I will
tell the harvesters: First, collect the
weeds and tie them in bundles to be
burned, then gather the wheat and
bring it into my barn’” (Matt. 13:30,
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But why do we have the number 144,000, and why the
emphasis on 12,000 from each tribe? Satan surely claimed the
apostasy of Israel and the subsequent disappearance of
the 10 tribes as his victory and God’s defeat. The sealing
challenges this interpretation.

NIV). He here speaks of the sealing.6
The incredible deception that the
144,000 confront is highlighted by
two contrasts. While the 144,000 worship the Lamb who came down from
heaven, the multitude obey the lamblike beast who arises from the earth.
Further, they follow the beast who has
miraculously recovered from a mortal
wound, while the 144,000 follow the
Lamb “that was slain from the creation of the world” (Rev. 13:8, NIV).
Scripture clearly distinguishes between the loyal and the apostate.
The significance of the sealing of
the 144,000 is dramatized in Revelation 7. Four angels are preparing to
release destruction on the earth
when another angel rushes up.
“Wait!” he cries. “‘Do not harm the
land or the sea or the trees until we
put a seal on the foreheads of the
servants of our God’” (vs. 3). It is
clear, then, that before the sealing,
God’s people are unprepared for
what is coming; after the sealing,
they are prepared. Thus the sealing is
essential preparation for the time of
trouble, just as the bloodstain on the
doorpost of Hebrew homes at the

time of the Exodus was essential
preparation for the coming of the
death angel. Later in Christian history, John saw the judgments of God
falling only on those people who
lacked “the seal of God on their foreheads” (Rev. 9:4); and later still,
under the first plague, “ugly and
painful sores broke out on the people who had the mark of the beast
and worshiped his image” (Rev.
16:2).
Under the sixth seal, people “‘will
faint from terror, apprehensive of
what is coming on the world, for the
heavenly bodies will be shaken’”
(Luke 21:26). As they see the judgments of God, they cry out in terror:
“The great day of [His] wrath has
come, and who can stand?” (Rev.
6:17). Can any, at this stage of the
plot, not know the answer?—The
144,000 sealed ones.
The Number
Having exhausted exegesis and
eisegesis on the mark of the beast, it
might seem prudent to avoid examining the 144,000. As we have concluded, the message of the vision is
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one of encouragement for God’s
people. Will the message of the
number be one of contention and
speculation?
The questions multiply: Is the figure cited to give the exact number of
those to be sealed? Should we
assume there can never be one more
or one fewer than that number?
Answers can be found by examining other passages in Revelation
that demonstrate the symbolic use
of numbers. For example, when the
sixth trumpet sounds, a great horde
of soldiers marches by, and we read:
“Their squadrons of cavalry, . . .
numbered two hundred million.”
Not only is the exact number given,
but John adds categorically that he
“heard” the “count” (Rev. 9:16,
NEB). Yet no interpreter has insisted
that this number is the precise num ber of the hosts of evil. Similarly,
chapter 11 speaks of “seven thousand” who died in the earthquake.
Again, expositors have not insisted
that this is a precise number.
Based on Revelation’s use of symbolic numbers, we can conclude that
144,000 is not intended to convey a
mathematical certitude. Rather, as
with most numbers in the Book of
Revelation, it is itself a message.
The Message of the Number
We notice first how the number is
obtained. Verse 4 asserts that the
sealed are taken from all the tribes of
Israel, and to make the point incon-

trovertible, the Scripture then lists
12,000 from the tribe of Judah, 12,000
for each of the 10 other tribes, and
concludes with 12,000 from the tribe
of Benjamin (Rev. 7:5-8).
What would such a listing have
meant to John, who wrote out the
seemingly unnecessary recitation?
During the early centuries of
Israel, the 12 tribes remained intact
as distinct ethnic groups within the
nation. But with the Assyrian captivity (722 B.C.), 10 of the tribes disappear (2 Kings 17:1-23). By the time
John wrote the Book of Revelation,
the distinct tribal organizations had
ceased to exist,7 a loss that weighed
heavily on the Hebrews, for it represented a break in the circle of God’s
family, a failure in His plan.
Ezekiel foretold the restoration of
the 12 tribes (Eze. 47:13-48:35), and
Jesus apparently saw His mission as
the fulfillment of this prophecy. He
said to His disciples: “T tell you the
truth, at the renewal of all things,
when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed
me will also sit on twelve thrones,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel’”
(Matt. 19:28).
Leaders of the early church
shared this concept. James addressed
his epistle to Christians as “the
twelve tribes scattered among the
nations” (James 1:1). Paul refers to
the church as the “Israel of God”
(Gal. 6:16) and tells believers, “If you
belong to Christ, then you are Abra-
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hams seed, and heirs according to
the promise” (Gal. 3:29). So the
apostles regarded the Christian
church as the restoration of the 12
tribes.
But why do we have the number
144,000, and why the emphasis on
12,000 from each tribe? Satan surely
claimed the apostasy of Israel and
the subsequent disappearance of the
10 tribes as his victory and God’s
defeat. The sealing challenges this
interpretation. At the time he is exercising his most subtle deceptions
and violence and death are a daily
threat to the faithful, God will bring
forth the “heirs according to the
promise.” In the pre-advent judgment, after every case has been
examined in the presence of heavenly witnesses, God’s triumph will
be seen in those who are sealed.
The end-time 144,000 are God’s
shout of victory! He is saying, “See! I
have my children back! They are all
here!” In a symbolic sense, not one
tribe has any more than another, and
not one has any less.
The number 144,000 means that
God has achieved His purpose of
preparing an end-time people whose
loyalty is unwavering. He has prepared His bride and made “her holy,
cleansing her by the washing of
water through the word” (Eph.
5:26). In the 144,000 He presents
“her to himself as a radiant church,
without stain or wrinkle or any
other blemish, but holy and blame-

less” (Rev. 7:27).
So, indeed, “Let us strive with all
the power that God has given us to
be among the hundred and fortyfour thousand.” Today, as Revelation
13 is passing from prophecy to reality, as infidelity and apostasy are
growing ever bolder and sophisticated, let’s do it! Let’s follow the
Lamb wherever He goes. Today,
when standards are coming down
and values are fuzzy, let’s not be
afraid to stand out in the crowd as
His witnesses. Let’s determine to be
in that number when the saints go
marching in!
□
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